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Johann Wolfgang von Goethe
Faust


Leipzig, 1790



First edition

J

ohann Wolfgang van Goethe was
many things: statesman, poet, literary
critic, philosopher, scientist, and
novelist. But it is Faust, the German writer’s
drama about a man who sells his soul to the
devil, for which Goethe is perhaps best
remembered. The story itself originates from
a German folk tale. Christopher Marlowe
brought the tale to the Elizabethan stage
with his production Dr. Faustus, but it is
Goethe’s reworking of the story nearly two
hundred years later that places it in the
canon of great literature.
The plot involves an accomplished scholar
who grows disenchanted with his life and
yearns for power and earthly pleasures. The

devil, in the figure of Mephistopheles, offers
to grant Faust’s wish in return for the
scholar’s soul. With the devil’s aid, Faust
achieves his desires, including the seduction
of a virtuous maid who is subsequently
destroyed by his deceptions. Goethe worked
on an early version of the story referred to
as Urfaust which was part prose, part
rhymed verse.
The work we have in Imprints and
Impressions is indeed exceptional: It is the
first known published version (albeit a
fragment) of the play, dated 1790.
—Margaret Strain, PhD,
Professor, English

Sources
Goethe’s Plays, by Johann Wolfgang von Goethe. Trans. and Introd. Charles E. Passage. New
York: F. Ungar, 1980. Print.
Lewes, George Henry. The Life of Goethe. New York: F. Ungar, 1965. Print.
Logan, Terence P., and Denzell S. Smith, ed. The Predecessors of Shakespeare: A Survey and
Bibliography of Recent Studies in English Renaissance Drama. Lincoln, NE: University of
Nebraska Press, 1973. Print.

1

